TRANSITION YEAR TEACHERS' NOTES FOR CLASSICAL STUDIES: POMPEII.

 (Based on a projected 8 week module of two classes per week).

Enclosed you should find:

1. A copy of two letters by Pliny the Younger

2. A copy of notes on the eruption of Vesuvius with a map of the Campania region

3. Photographs of the following: A plaster cast of a body from Pompeii; a mosaic from a Pompeiian house of a skeleton holding two wine jars ; a thermopolia (bar) from Pompeii; the amphitheatre in Pompeii; a theatre from Pompeii; a skeleton from Herculaneum.  

5. A video about Pliny's witnessing of the eruption of Vesuvius      
    with worksheet. 

6. A set of teachers' notes suggesting uses for the material.

The following notes are a suggested approach to the material with worksheets; suggested project titles; possible alternative methods of working with the material and suggested resources for further study for both teacher and student.


TEACHERS' NOTES ON THE MATERIAL

CLASSES 1 AND 2:

I would begin with the two letters of Pliny the Younger, using them as an historical primary source to lead into the whole topic. These are a fascinating eye-witness account by a young man who was the nephew of a famous Roman naval commander and writer called Pliny the Elder. In a very direct and readable way, he tells of how they noticed the eruption of Mount Vesuvius on the morning of August 24th 79A.D. and of how his uncle decided, on account of his great curiosity and his desire to help those in trouble, to sail towards the volcano in one of the navy ships. It is helpful to use the accompanying map so that students can locate the places mentioned in the letters. It is interesting here to compare this account with a modern documentary or eye witness account of a volcanic eruption and to see how they differ and what points of similarity there are. (National Geographic Channel regularly show these types of programme). Some points to focus on in the letters are: Pliny the Elder's diehard attitude ("fortune favours the brave"); Pliny the Younger's excuse for not going towards the volcano (was it just a cop out?); his description of how people behaved under such pressure (were they any different to us today?); his firm conviction that his letters are of no historical value whatsoever (here you can perhaps ask why, in fact, they have such historical value, essentially, it is because of a fluke). I would finish by using the other account of the eruption of Vesuvius by Xiphilinus and discuss the differences between the two accounts. It is a useful exercise in showing how one account of an event is not always as useful as another. 
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C. Plinius to his friend Tacitus

Greetings,

You ask me to write about my uncle’s death so that you can give an accurate
account of it in your book.

He was at Misenum in command of the fleet. It was the ninth day before
the Kalends of September (24 August). My uncle had been sunbathing. He
followed this by a cold bath, lay down for a snack and then got to work on his
books. At about the seventh hour my mother told him to come and look at a
peculiar cloud of enormous size which had just appeared in the sky. He called
for his slippers and went up to a part of the villa where he could get a better
view of this strange sight. The cloud was rising up from one of the
mountains. We were too far away to see which one but we found out later that
it was Vesuvius. The cloud looked just like an umbrella pine. It rose up to the
sky on a sort of tall trunk and then it divided into branches. I think this was
because it was carried up by a blast of air which died away and then let it fall
back —or perhaps the cloud became too heavy and collapsed under its own
weight. Sometimes it was a brilliant white, sometimes it was blotched and
murky, depending on whether it carried ash with it or earth. My uncle, who
was a very learned man, thought that this was all most interesting and well
worth a closer look, so he ordered one of his fast warships to be manned. He
called to me ‘There’s room for you if you’d like to come.’ ‘Sorry, I’ve got
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[image: image2.jpg]some work to do,” said I. (Actually he had himself given me some writing to
do for him.)
Off he went but as he was leaving the house he was handed some writing-
tablets. They had been sent by Rectina the wife of Tascius. She was terrified
by the approaching danger, for the villa stood at the foot of the mountain and
there was no way of escape except in boats.
In her message Rectina begged my uncle to rescue her from this terrible
danger. It was then that he changed his plans. He had started off out of
curiosity but now he would carry on to do a heroic deed. He ordered the
quadriremes to be launched and went aboard. He meant to bring help not 30
only to Rectina but also to all the many other people who lived along that
delightful stretch of coast. So while everyone else was trying to escape he
ordered his helmsman to steer straight towards the danger area.
He wasn’tatall frightened. In fact everytime he saw a new spurt of activity
from the mountain he watched it carefully and dictated notes to a slave. Ash
began to fall on the ships; the nearer they approached, the thicker and hotter
it became. Then came pumice-stone as well, and splinters of rock scorched
black by the heat. Then, suddenly, they were in shallow water and the beach
ahead was blocked by landslides from the mountain. He hesitated a little,
wondering whether he should turn back, but when the helmsman advised 40
that he should, he said, ‘Fortuna favours the brave! Steer towards
Pomponianus.’
Pomponianus was at Stabiae, cut off by the bay in between. The danger
hadn’t reached him yet, but he could see it getting closer and so he had loaded
all his baggage into the boats ready to escape; but the wind was against him
and he was waiting for it to drop. However, this wind was just right for
bringing my uncle to the shore. He hugged Pomponianus who was shaking
with fright and tried to cheer him up. He thought he would calm the poor
man’s fears by acting as though there was nothing to worry about, so he asked
to be shown to the bathhouse. There he had a bath after which he lay down 50





[image: image3.jpg]for dinner. He was cheerful all through the meal —or at least he pretended to
be, which is just as brave.

Meanwhile, all over the mountain great walls of flame leapt up and there
were brilliant flashes of light in the darkness. To stop everyone panicking my
uncle kept saying that the people who lived out in the country districts must
have been so terrified that they’d run out of their villas without seeing to their
fires and left the buildings to catch alight. Then he settled down for a sleep
and he really did drop off! He was a fat man and people going past his
bedroom door could hear him snoring noisily. It wasn’t long, however,
before the open court outside his bedroom door began to pile up with fallen 60
ash and pumice-stone. If he had stayed there any longer he would never have
got out. They woke him and he went to join Pomponianus and the others.
They hadn’t slept a wink all night. They held a council and tried to decide
what to do. They could either stay in the house or wander about in the open.
Itseemed better to leave, for again and again the ground shook and the
building staggered dizzily. It seemed to be torn from its foundations and
totter backwards and forwards. On the other hand they were frightened that
if they went outside they would be hit by flying pumice-stone. On balance
they decided to risk the pumice-stone for it was light and honeycombed. In
making this decision my uncle weighed reason against reason but the others 70
only weighed fear against fear. To protect themselves they tied cushions on
their heads with strips of cloth.

By this time dawn had broken in the rest of the world but there it was still
night —blacker and thicker than any night before. Everywhere people lit
torches and all sorts of lamps and lanterns to peer through the gloom. My
uncle and his friends decided to make their way back to the beach to see if
they could escape by sea but the waves were still rough and mountainous.
There was an old sail lying on the sand and my uncle sank down on it and kept
asking for cold water. When it came he gulped it down. Just then there was a
whiff of sulphur and a flicker of flame. The others realised that the fires had 80





[image: image4.jpg]nearly reached them and ran away. My uncle tried to move and leaning on
two young slaves he struggled up butimmediately collapsed again. I think
that the thick smoke must have choked him by blocking his windpipe; it had
always been weak and narrow and was frequently inflamed.

When daylight finally broke through — three days later - they found his
body unharmed, without a scratch on it and still fully dressed. My uncle
looked more like somebody sleeping than a dead man.

Meanwhile, mother and I were still at Misenum — but you won’t want to
put thatin your history. You only asked about my uncle’s death, so I’ll end
here. I just want to say one thing. I have told you exactly what I saw myselfor
else what I was told at the time when the things that happened were still fresh
in people’s minds. Pick from it what you want. It’s one thing to write a letter
fora friend to read but it’s a different matter when you are writing a book of
history for everyone to see.

Goodbye.
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[image: image5.jpg]C. Plinius to his friend Tacitus

Greetings,

You say that the letter I sent you about my uncle’s death has made you
curious to know what happened to me during those terrifying days.

After my uncle had set off I spent the rest of the day working. (That’s why I
didn’t go with him.) Then I had a bath, ate my dinner and went to bed. Butl
didn’t get much sleep! We’d been having small earth tremors for some days.
They didn’t bother us much as we are used to them in Campania, but that
night they were bad. Things didn’t just shake, they were nearly turned
upside down! I was just getting out of bed to wake my mother when she came
bursting into my bedroom to wake me. There’s a small open square between
our house and the sea so we went and sat down there. I don’t know whether to
call it nerve or stupidity — I wasn’t quite eighteen at the time —but I asked for
my book of Livy to be brought out to me and I carried on taking notes from it
just as if nothing was the matter. There was a friend of my uncle’s from Spain
who had recently come to stay with him. When he saw us sitting there he
came up and told us off —me for not taking precautions and mother for letting
me do nothing. I paid no attention and just carried on reading.

Now it was the first hour of the day and the light was dim and faint. All the
buildings round about us were tottering and although we were inan open
space, it was so narrow that there was every danger that they would crash
down on top of us. In the end we decided to escape from the town. The
common people were in a daze and they all came pouring after us pushing and
shoving. In their panic they were ready to do whatever we did, so fear made
them act sensibly.
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[image: image6.jpg]When we’d got clear of the buildings we stopped. All round us were
strange and terrible sights. We had ordered carriages to be brought out for
us. They were on dead level ground but even so they kept trundling
backwards and forwards. We tried wedging stones under their wheels to stop
them but they wouldn’t stay still. Then we saw the sea sucked into itself as if
the earthquake had thrown it back. It left the sea-bed exposed, and many sea
creatures stranded on the dry sand! Inland there rose a terrible black cloud. It
was broken by flashing, jagged blasts of flame and yawned open to reveal long
tongues of fire. It was like lightning in a thunder cloud — but there was much
more of it.

Then our friend from Spain started again. ‘If your brother, your uncle is
still alive, I’m sure he wants you to be safe. If he’s dead, he wouldn’t want you
to die too, so why are you hanging around here and not escaping?’ We told

him that we wouldn’t start thinking of our own safety until we knew what had.

happened to my uncle. He didn’t stop to argue but ran away from danger as
fast as his legs would carry him.

It wasn’t long before that cloud I’ve told you about began to drift down
towards the earth. It spread over the sea swallowing up Capreae and blotting
out the headland of Misenum. Mother began begging me, arguing with me,
ordering me to escape as best I could. ‘You’re a young man,’ she said. “You
can make it, but I’m old and fat. I don’t mind dying —so long as I don’t cause
your death too.’
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[image: image7.jpg]‘I’m not going without you,’ I said, and took hold of her hand and coaxed
her to hobble along. She kept dragging back and blaming herself for slowing
me down. At this point there was a shower of ash, but stillnot a heavy one. I
looked back. Behind us swirling darkness was flooding over the earth and 50
getting nearer and nearer.
‘Let’s get off the road,’ I cried, ‘while there’s still enough light to see.
Otherwise we’ll be knocked down by the crowds following us and get
trampled in the darkness.’
We’d hardly found a place to sit when the darkness fell. It wasn’t the
darkness of a night when there is no moon and the sky is full of clouds — it was
the darkness of an inner room when the lamp goes out. Women were howling,
babies screaming, men shouting. Children were calling for their parents,
parents for their children, wives for their husbands. They had to recognise
each other by the sound of their voices. Everywhere people moaned and wept 60
for themselves or their families. There were some so frightened of dying that
they prayed for death. Many raised up their hands to the gods; but most said
that there were no gods any more and that this was the last night to fallupon
the earth and that it would last forever. There were even some people who
made matters worse by spreading false rumours of disasters that hadn’t
happened. People told how back at Misenum this building had crashed in
ruins or that one was ablaze. [t wasn’t true —but we believed it.
Then there was a glimmer of light, but it wasn’t the sun. It was the first
flickering of the approaching fire. However, it kept away from us and
complete darkness came down again, together with a heavy shower of ash. 70
We had to keep getting up to shake it off otherwise we would have been
buried, crushed under its weight.
During all these dangers I didn’t utter a groan or a murmur of fear —but
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[image: image8.jpg]I’mnot boasting. You see, I had the dreadful comfort of believing that
everybody else on earth and the world itself was going to perish along with
me.

At last the darkness began to lift, drifting like clouds of smoke. Soon it was
real daylight and even a gloomy ray of sunshine broke through. It was as if the
sun was in eclipse. We looked around and to our horror we saw that
everything was changed, buried deep under ash as if under a layer of snow.
We made our way back to Misenum. There we washed and ate as best we
could and spent an anxious night with our heads full of hopes and fears. The
fears were strongest, for the ground under our feet kept trembling. Many
people had gone crazy with fear, and were predicting terrible things which
made what had actually happened seem nothing in comparison.

But even then, after all that danger and despite the dangers we saw ahead,
mother and I refused to think of escaping ourselves until we heard news of
my uncle.

None of this is worth putting into a history book —or even a letter, but read
it over and remember that you asked me to tell you about it.

Goodbye.
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[image: image9.jpg]Appendix - Another account of
the eruption of Vesuvius

This is an account written by Xiphilinus, who produced a
shortened version of a history of Rome by Dio. Dio wrote his
history at the end of the second century A.D.

Enormous men, in great numbers, suddenly appeared. They
were much bigger in size than ordinary men and they looked
just like the giants in the paintings. They were seen sometimes
on the mountain, at other times in the country and cities
around it, wandering over the land day and night, and flitting
through the sky. And after this came terrible droughts and
sudden devastating earthquakes. All the flat land in the area
boiled up and the tops of the mountains jumped into the air.
There were echoes that came from below the ground and that
sounded like thunder. Other echoes came off the earth and
sounded like animals bellowing. The sea joined in the great
noise and the heavens re-echoed it. Suddenly after this a
horrific crash was heard. It sounded as if the very mountains
were crashing together. And first of all enormous blocks of
stones were thrown into the air, as high as the mountain tops
themselves. After that there was a great fire and smoke that
never seemed to stop. The whole sky was turned to black and
the sun was completely covered up, like an eclipse. So there
was night at daytime and darkness when it was light.

Some people thought that the giants were rising up in
revolt again. They claimed to have seen the shapes of giants
through the smoke, and what is more, some had heard the
cry of trumpets. Others believed that the whole universe was
collapsing into chaos or fire. And so they ran away, some
from the houses into the streets, others from inside outside,
from the sea to the land and from land to sea. They were so
confused that they thought anywhere was safer than where
they were at the moment. All this went on at the same time.

begin to say how much of this there was) and it covered the
sea, land and sky. The ash did serious damage to men, m_wnnm
and cattle. It destroyed all the fish and birds and what is more,
it buried two whole cities, Herculaneum and Pompeii. At the
time the people were sitting in their seats at the ﬁr.mw:n at
Pompeii. So great was the dust that it nn.wnr.om Africa, Syria
and Egypt. It also reached Rome where it filled the sky and
darkened the sun. For many days those who did not know
what had happened or could not guess went about .5 a con-
stant fear. They all thought that everything was being E.Ena
completely upside down, that the sun was disappearing into
the earth and that the earth was going up to the heavens. At
that time the ash did not do any great harm to the people of
Rome but later it cast upon them a terrible plague.




